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(57) ABSTRACT

A laboratory sample distribution system is presented. The
laboratory sample distribution system comprises a plurality
of container carriers. The container carriers each comprise at
least one magnetically active device such as, for example, at
least one permanent magnet, and carry a sample container
containing a sample. The system further comprises a trans-
port plane to carry the multiple container carriers and a plu-
rality of electro-magnetic actuators stationary arranged
below the transport plane. The electro-magnetic actuators
move a container carrier on top of the transport plane by
applying a magnetic force to the container carrier. The system
also comprises at least one transfer device to transfer a sample
item, wherein the sample item is a container carrier, a sample
container, part of the sample and/or the complete sample,
between the transport plane and a laboratory station such as,
for example, a pre-analytical, an analytical and/or a post-
analytical station.
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LABORATORY SAMPLE DISTRIBUTION
SYSTEM, LABORATORY SYSTEM AND
METHOD OF OPERATING

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application is a continuation of PCT/EP2012/071758,
filed Nov. 2, 2012, which is based on and claims priority to EP
11187982.1, filed Nov. 4, 2011, which are hereby incorpo-
rated by reference.

BACKGROUND

The present disclosure generally relates to a laboratory
sample distribution system, a laboratory system and a corre-
sponding method of operation.

Laboratory sample distribution systems are used to distrib-
ute samples or specimens, for example, blood, between vari-
ous different laboratory stations or specimen-processing
instruments, such as pre-analytical stations, analytical sta-
tions and post-analytical stations, of a laboratory system.

In one prior art system, a drive mechanism which operates
to advance specimen-container racks on a surface by produc-
ing an X/Y movable magnetic field below the surface. The
movable magnetic field is produced by permanent magnets
carried by an X/Y movable magnetic truck assembly. The
magnetic field produced by each magnet magnetically
couples with magnetically-attractive members carried in a
base portion of each specimen-transport rack. The magnetic
bond between the magnets and magnetically-attractive mem-
bers is sufficiently strong that, as the magnetic truck assembly
moves inthe X/Y plane, a magnetically-coupled rack follows.
Due to mechanical constraints caused by the X/Y movable
magnetic truck assembly independent simultaneous move-
ments of multiple specimen-transport racks are difficult to
implement. Further, specimen-containers can only be moved
together in specimen-transport rack quantities.

Therefore, there is a need to provide a laboratory sample
distribution system, a laboratory system and a method of
operating that is highly flexible and offers a high transport
performance.

SUMMARY

According to the present disclosure, a laboratory sample
distribution system and method are presented. The laboratory
sample distribution system can comprise a plurality of con-
tainer carriers. Each container carrier can comprise at least
one magnetically active device and can carry a sample con-
tainer containing a sample. The system can further comprise
a transport plane to carry the plurality of container carriers
and a plurality of electro-magnetic actuators stationary
arranged below the transport plane. The plurality of electro-
magnetic actuators can move a container carrier on top of the
transport plane by applying a magnetic force to the container
carrier. The system can also comprise at least one transfer
device to transfer a sample item between the transport plane
and a laboratory station. The sample item can be a container
carrier, a sample container, part of the sample and/or the
complete sample.

Accordingly, it is a feature of the embodiments of the
present disclosure to provide a laboratory sample distribution
system, a laboratory system and a method of operating that is
highly flexible and offers a high transport performance. Other
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2

features of the embodiments of the present disclosure will be
apparent in light of the description of the disclosure embodied
herein.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE SEVERAL
VIEWS OF THE DRAWINGS

The following detailed description of specific embodi-
ments of the present disclosure can be best understood when
read in conjunction with the following drawings, where like
structure is indicated with like reference numerals and in
which:

FIG. 1 illustrates a laboratory system comprising a labora-
tory sample distribution system having a transport plane
formed of multiple sub-planes according to an embodiment
of the present disclosure.

FIG. 2 illustrates a top view on an exemplary sub-plane
shown in FIG. 1 according to an embodiment of the present
disclosure.

FIG. 3 illustrates a detailed perspective side view of the
sub-plane shown in FIG. 2 according to an embodiment of the
present disclosure.

FIG. 4 illustrates a container carrier according to a first
embodiment of the present disclosure.

FIG. 5 illustrates a container carrier and a corresponding
electro-magnetic actuator according to a second embodiment
of the present disclosure.

FIG. 6 illustrates a simulated magnetic flux density for the
case that a container carrier is positioned on top of an electro-
magnetic actuator not being activated and an adjacent electro-
magnetic actuator being activated according to an embodi-
ment of the present disclosure.

FIG. 7 illustrates a side view of an embodiment of a sub-
plane comprising a magnetizable coupling element providing
a magnetic coupling between adjacent electro-magnetic
actuators according to an embodiment of the present disclo-
sure.

FIG. 8 illustrates a movement of a container carrier and an
activation order of corresponding electro-magnetic actuators
according to a first embodiment of the present disclosure.

FIG. 9 illustrates a movement of a container carrier and an
activation order of corresponding electro-magnetic actuators
according to a second embodiment of the present disclosure.

FIG. 10 illustrates a transfer device according to an
embodiment of the present disclosure.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

In the following detailed description of the embodiments,
reference is made to the accompanying drawings that form a
parthereof, and in which are shown by way ofillustration, and
not by way of limitation, specific embodiments in which the
disclosure may be practiced. It is to be understood that other
embodiments may be utilized and that logical, mechanical
and electrical changes may be made without departing from
the spirit and scope of the present disclosure.

A laboratory sample or specimen distribution system can
comprise a plurality of container carriers such as, for example
about 50 to about 500 container carriers. The container car-
riers cannot be self-powered. The container carriers can com-
prise atleast one magnetically active, i.e. magnetically attrac-
tive, device and can carry a single sample container. Further,
the system can comprise a two dimensional transport plane or
supporting surface, which may be completely planar and can
carry at least part of the container carriers. A plurality of
electro-magnetic actuators such as, for example about 50 to
about 5000 electro-magnetic actuators, can be arranged sta-
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tionary or fixed below the transport plane. The electro-mag-
netic actuators can move a container carrier on top of the
transport plane in at least two different directions by applying
or causing a magnetic force to the container carrier, i.e. to the
magnetically active device of the container carrier.

The transport plane can support the container carriers in a
way to allow movement along directions as guided by mag-
netic forces. Accordingly, the transport plane can be continu-
ous in at least those directions of movements to allow a
smooth travel of the container carriers. In order to allow a
flexible transfer of carriers along many lateral directions, a
flat transport plane can be an advantage. On a microscopic
level, it can be advantageous to employ a surface with many
small protrusions in order to reduce friction between the
transport plane and the bottom surface of the container car-
rier.

Further at least one, for example, automatic, transfer
device can be provided to, for example, automatically, trans-
fer or move a sample item between the transport plane and a
laboratory station. The sample item can be a container carrier,
a sample container, part of the sample and/or the complete
sample. The term “automatic” can mean that the transfer can
be performed using a process control or control device con-
trolling the necessary devices used for the transfer. In the case
of an automatic transfer, no human or manual interaction may
be necessary for the transfer. The laboratory station may be a
pre-analytical, an analytical and/or a post-analytical station
as typically used in laboratory systems. An analytical station
or analyzer, for example, may use the sample or part of the
sample and a reagent to generate a measurable signal based on
which the presence or concentration of the analyte can be
determined.

The transfer device can provide an interface between the
transport plane and the laboratory station. The transfer device
can be arranged such that even conventional laboratory sta-
tions placed adjacent to the transport plane can easily inter-
face with the transport plane without modification. The trans-
fer device may, for example, comprise a picker for picking the
container carrier or the sample container. The picker can
move along predetermined axes such as, for example, along a
vertical axis Z and along a single horizontal axis X orY. If the
laboratory station operates rack based, i.e. processes samples
or sample containers provided in a sample container rack
placed at specific positions, the transfer device may transfer
the sample containers from the transport plane to the sample
container rack and vice versa. The transfer device may also be
incorporated as a pipettor. The pipettor may, for example, take
part of the sample contained in a sample container and can
transfer this sample to a laboratory station.

The transfer device may be provided separate from the
transport plane and the laboratory station, i.e. the transport
plane, the transfer device and the laboratory station may be
provided as separate modules or devices. Alternatively, the
transfer device may be part of the laboratory station.

The transfer device may provide a sample container rack
formatting and/or reformatting operation. Formatting can
mean that the transfer device can transfer the sample contain-
ers from the transport plane to one or more sample container
racks. Reformatting can mean that the transfer device can
transfer the sample containers from one or more sample con-
tainer racks to container carriers on the transport plane.

Since a sample container can be carried by a corresponding
individually movable container carrier, the sample containers
may be moved over the transport plane with high flexibility.
Together with the transfer device performing a formatting/
reformatting operation, the laboratory station may operate
rack based with optimized throughput.
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The sample container racks may have different rack for-
mats. The rack format can specify amongst others the number
of sample containers which can be placed in the sample
container rack, i.e. the container capacity.

A specific rack format may correspond to a specific labo-
ratory station. The transfer device may adapt to a specific rack
format. The transfer device may determine the rack format,
for example, by suitable sensors. After having determined the
rack format, the transfer device may perform the formatting/
reformatting operation rack format specific, for example, by
placing the corresponding number of sample containers into
the sample container rack.

The sample containers may be delivered for processing
comprised in input sample container racks which can be
placed automatically by a corresponding device or manually
at a specific location adjacent to a dedicated transfer device.
This transfer device may take the sample containers from the
input sample container rack and place it in corresponding
empty container carriers, for example, provided in one or
more buffer areas to store container carriers actually not car-
rying a sample container. After being processed, the sample
containers may be transferred to a corresponding output
sample container rack by a dedicated transfer device. The
type of the input sample container rack and the type of the
output sample container rack may differ.

The operation of the transfer devices, the operation of the
transport plane and the operation of the laboratory stations
may be synchronized as follows. One way to synchronize
operations can be to provide data communications between
the transport plane, the transfer devices and the laboratory
station. The transport plane may signal to the transfer device
that a container carrier can be placed at a specific transfer
location. As a result, the transfer device may signal to the
corresponding laboratory station that a sample container is
ready for analysis. The laboratory station then may signal to
the transfer device to transfer the sample container to the
laboratory station if processing capacity is available.

The workflow for transferring sample containers from the
transport plane to the laboratory stations may also be con-
trolled by a master control device in data communication with
the transport plane, the transfer devices and the laboratory
stations. The data communication may be done according to
apredetermined data communication protocol including soft-
ware and hardware specification.

Additionally or alternatively, sensors may be provided to
signal to the transfer device that a sample container is ready
for transfer, for example, has reached a transfer location. Such
a sensor may be an optical sensor or a magnet sensor such as,
for example, a hall sensor, sensing a container carrier at a
specific transfer location on the transport plane.

Additionally or alternatively, one or more signaling lines
may be provided to synchronize the operation of the transport
plane, the transfer device and the laboratory station.

It may, for example, be possible to fill a sample container
rack by the transfer device. If the sample container rack is
completely filled, the transfer device may signal this condi-
tion by a corresponding signaling line to the laboratory sta-
tion. The laboratory station may then process this sample
container rack.

Ifthe container carrier or the sample container comprises a
RFID tag, a RFID reader may detect the presence of the
container carrier if the container carrier enters a reading dis-
tance of the RFID reader. Also an image processing system
including a camera may be provided to determine the pres-
ence of a container carrier/sample container. The image pro-
cessing system, the sensors and/or the RFID reader may be
part of the transfer device.
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According to one embodiment, the transport plane can be
fixed to the transfer device and the transfer device can be fixed
to the laboratory station. This, for example, can be achieved
by screwing, by latching and/or by clamping the items
together.

The transfer device may transfer the sample item along at
least two axes. Due to the highly flexible transport plane
capable of moving the container carriers at various different
transfer positions, it can be basically sufficient if the transfer
device transfers the sample item along only two axes. These
axes may, for example, be the Z axis enabling the transfer in
a direction perpendicular to the transport plane, i.e. providing
a height movement, and the X- or the Y-axis providing a
movement to and/or from the laboratory station.

Due to the flexible transport system, container carriers can
be conveyed into a single transfer location per laboratory
station for transferring a sample item to the laboratory station.
Accordingly, the transfer device can be kept simple and can
be reduced to operate along only two axes.

The transfer device may transfer more than one sample
item in parallel, thereby increasing the processing perfor-
mance.

The transport plane may comprise at least one transfer area
located adjacent to the at least one transfer device. The trans-
fer area may store a fixed or variable number of container
carriers at different positions. The transfer device may, for
example, automatically, transfer the sample item between at
least one specific transfer location of the transfer area and the
laboratory station. The transfer area may provide a dynamic
processing queue for a corresponding laboratory station,
thereby enabling a flexible load balancing for a specific labo-
ratory station. The dynamic processing queue may get longer
if a large number of samples have to be processed by the
corresponding laboratory station having a limited processing
capacity. The non-processed sample carriers or samples can
be queued within the transfer area. The number of locations
may be fixed or variable. If the number is variable, the size of
the transfer area may be dynamically increased in response to
the number of container carriers waiting for processing.

The transfer area may comprise priority areas. The transfer
device may be arranged to, for example, automatically, trans-
fer the sample item between at least one specific priority
location of the priority area and the laboratory station with
priority, i.e. with priority compared with sample items of the
conventional transtfer location. Priority areas can speed up the
handling of emergency samples being distributed between the
laboratory stations, thereby reducing the overall processing
time of emergency samples significantly compared with sys-
tems without prioritization.

The transport plane may comprise at least one buffer area
to store container carriers not carrying a sample container.
These empty container carriers located in the buffer area may
be filled with sample containers comprising samples to be
processed. If an empty container carrier having a container
carrier 1D is filled with a sample container having a sample
container 1D, a database storing matching container carrier
IDs and sample container IDs may be updated. The stored
matching between the IDs may be checked, for example,
before the corresponding sample is analyzed and/or if the
sample container is removed from the transport plane. If the
IDs do not match, which may, for example, be caused by
manually swapping sample containers, an error may be gen-
erated. This may prevent erroneous analyzing results.

The filling or placing of sample containers in correspond-
ing container carriers may be done manually or automatically,
for example, by a corresponding transfer device picking
sample containers out of a sample container rack comprising
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a number of sample containers to be processed. The sample
container rack may be placed manually within an operating
range of the transfer device.

The system may comprise a container carrier conveyor or
conveyor belt system functionally coupled to the transport
plane, i.e. having a transport gateway to transfer container
carriers and/or sample containers between the transport plane
and the conveyor. The container carrier conveyor may convey
container carriers not being placed on top of the transport
plane. The container carrier conveyor may be a conventional
transport system, for example, be suited for long distance
transportation of the container carriers. The combination of
the transport plane and the conveyor provides for a flexible
distribution of samples where necessary and a cost effective,
rapid distribution over long distances. The electro-magnetic
actuators may be controlled such that a speed of a sample
container intended to be transferred from the transport plane
to the conveyer matches with the linear speed of the conveyer.

The system may comprise at least one RFID reader. Each
container carrier can comprise a RFID tag storing a unique
1D, thereby making an identification of a specific container
carrier easily possible. The system may comprise at least one
barcode reader. Each sample container can carry a barcode
representing sample identification. The barcode reader may
be in the at least one transfer device.

The transfer device may further comprise a camera for
image processing. By use of the barcode reader and/or the
camera the transfer device can be capable of determining
features of the sample items provided for transfer and to use
these features in the transfer process. The features may com-
prise a tube type, a cap type, a fluid level, a sample quality, a
sample color, sample identification, and the like.

The transfer device may comprise a pick-and-place device.
The pick-and-place device can pick a sample item or a sample
container from the transport plane and place the sample item
or the sample container in a sample container rack. Addition-
ally or alternatively, the pick-and-place device may pick a
sample item or a sample container from a sample container
rack and place the sample item or sample container in a
container carrier placed on the transport plane.

The pick-and-place device may rotate the sample container
to enable a barcode reader, for example, part of the transfer
device, to read a barcode attached to the sample container.
The pick-and-place device may move a grabber only in a
vertical direction (Z) and in one horizontal direction (X orY).

The transfer device may comprise at least one conveyor, for
example, in the form of a conveyor belt having a pusher. The
conveyor can move a sample container rack from a pick-and-
place device towards a laboratory station and/or move a
sample container rack from a laboratory station towards the
pick-and-place device. Such a configuration can make it pos-
sible to use a pick-and-place device moving only in the ver-
tical direction (and one horizontal direction) since the trans-
port towards the laboratory station can be done by the
conveyor.

The transfer device may comprise a sample container rack
storage device to store sample container racks. The sample
container racks can include a number (for example, about 1 to
128) of sample containers. Such sample container racks can
typically be used in laboratory stations operating rack based.
The sample container rack may be filled manually or auto-
matically, for example, by a corresponding transfer device.

The sample container rack storage device may store sample
container rack trays. Each sample container rack tray can
store a plurality, for example, about 2 to 24, of sample con-
tainer racks.
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The sample container rack storage device may comprise a
push loading drawer. The push loading drawer can have an
open and a closed state. In the open state, the push loading
drawer can be filled with sample container racks and/or
sample container rack trays. In the closed state, the push
loading drawer may supply sample container racks or sample
container rack trays if necessary.

The sample container rack storage device may store sample
container racks or sample container rack trays in at least one
storage level below a transport plane level of the transport
plane. The sample container rack storage device can comprise
an elevator device. The elevator device can lift a sample
container rack or a sample container rack tray from the at least
one storage level to the transport plane level. Lowering the
storage level below the transport plane level can make it
possible to use the space below the transport plane for storing
sample container racks or a sample container rack trays.

The transfer device may automatically remove a sample
container rack from the sample container rack storage device,
sequentially or in parallel take a plurality (corresponding to
the capacity of the sample container rack) of sample contain-
ers to be transferred from the transport plane and insert them
into the sample container rack and provide the sample con-
tainer rack including the inserted sample containers to the
laboratory station. Accordingly, the transfer device may
transfer processed sample containers from the transport plane
back into sample container racks.

The laboratory system can comprise at least one laboratory
station such as, for example, a pre-analytical, an analytical
and/or a post-analytical station, and a laboratory sample dis-
tribution system. The pre-analytical, analytical and/or a post-
analytical stations may comprise at least one of a decapping
station, a recapping station, an aliquot station, a centrifuga-
tion station, an archiving station, a pipetting station, a sorting
station, a tube type identification station, and a sample quality
determining station.

The laboratory system may comprise a memory device
storing matching pairs of a unique ID corresponding to a
container carrier and a container ID carried by the container
carrier making it possible to control and track the path of a
sample container over the transport plane.

The method of operating a laboratory system can comprise
moving a container carrier from a start location to a destina-
tion location over the transport plane by the electro-magnetic
actuators, transferring a sample item between the destination
location and a laboratory station adjacent to the destination
location by the transfer device, and performing a pre-analyti-
cal, an analytical and/or a post-analytical function by the
laboratory station. The start location may be a location on the
transport plane which can be intended for importing container
carriers into the laboratory system. These imported container
carriers can carry sample containers comprising samples
intended for an analysis. Further, the start location may be a
location on which container carriers can be placed after being
served by a station. The destination location may, for
example, be located within a transfer area. In other words, a
container carrier can travel over the transport plane between
laboratory stations needed for the intended analysis. By the
transfer device, the sample item can be transferred to the
stations. In the case of sample containers, the transfer device
may also transport the container back into a container carrier
on the transport plane. For this, the same container carrier
may be used in which the sample container was located before
or a new container carrier may be employed.

The method may further comprise manually or automati-
cally feeding a sample container to the laboratory system,
determining laboratory stations needed for processing a
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sample contained in the sample container, moving the sample
container to the determined laboratory stations, and process-
ing the sample container and/or the sample by the determined
laboratory stations. The laboratory stations needed for pro-
cessing may be determined by reading sample information
attached to the sample container. The sample information
attached to the sample container may be incorporated in form
of a barcode attached to the sample container.

The at least one permanent magnet of the container carrier
may be ball-shaped, wherein a north pole or a south pole of
the ball-shaped permanent magnet can be directed to the
transport plane. In other words, an axis extending through the
opposite poles of the ball-shaped permanent magnet can be
perpendicular to the transport plane. A diameter of the ball-
shaped permanent magnet may be approximately 12 mm. The
ball-shaped permanent magnet can cause an optimized mag-
netic field in interaction with the electro-magnetic actuators,
for example, compared with a bar magnet, resulting in higher
magnetic force components in a lateral movement direction.

The permanent magnet in conjunction with a ferromag-
netic core of a currently adjacent non-activated electro-mag-
netic actuator can cause an unwanted magnetic retention
force. The retention force can hinder the desired movement of
the container carrier away from the currently adjacent non
activated electro-magnetic actuator towards an activated elec-
tro-magnetic actuator. Increasing the distance between the
permanent magnet and the transport plane, i.e. also increasing
the distance between the permanent magnet and the electro-
magnetic actuators, can reduce this magnetic retention force.
Unfavorably, an increasing distance can also lower a desired
magnetic transport force in a lateral movement direction.
Therefore, a distance between a center of the at least one
permanent magnet and a bottom surface of the container
carrier, the bottom surface can be in contact with the transport
plane, may be selected within a range of about 5 mm to about
50 mm. The given distance range can provide an optimum
between a desired magnetic transport force in movement
direction and an unwanted magnetic retention force.

The container carriers may comprise a first permanent
magnet arranged in the center of a stand of the container
carrier and a second permanent magnet having a ring shape
arranged in the stand surrounding the first permanent magnet.
This arrangement can provide a high flexibility in causing
push and pull magnetic forces, especially if more than one
electro-magnetic actuator is activated at a given time. The first
and second permanent magnets may have a reverse polarity,
i.e. asouth pole of the first permanent magnet and a north pole
of the second permanent may point to the transport plane, or
vice versa. The ring shaped second permanent magnet may
constitute a circular area having a diameter that can be less
than a distance between axes of electro-magnetic actuators of
the transport plane.

The container carriers may comprise a RFID tag storing a
unique ID. This can enable matching between a sample con-
tainer 1D, for example, a barcode, and the corresponding
container carrier. The unique carrier ID can be read by an
optional RFID reader being part of the system and being
placed at one or more specific locations within the system.

The RFID tag may comprise a ring shaped antenna
arranged in a stand of the container carrier. This antenna
arrangement can make it possible to read the RFID tag by a
RFID reader antenna below the transport plane. Thus, the
transport plane itself and/or areas above the transport plane
may be designed free of any disturbing RFID reader antennas.

A stand of the container carrier can have a circular cross
section having a diameter of approximately 3.5 cm to 4.5 cm.



US 9,239,335 B2

9

The circular cross section of the stand can reduce the likeli-
hood of a stand collision of container carriers moving adja-
cent in different directions. Compared, for example, with
quadratic stands, this can reduce the required safety distance
between adjacent positions and the requirements on position-
ing accuracy. Further, the circular stand can improve the
self-supporting of the container carrier, for example, can pre-
vent that the containers carrier tilts under normal operating
conditions.

The electro-magnetic actuators may comprise a ferromag-
netic core guiding and amplifying a magnetic field. The elec-
tro-magnetic actuators may have a center finger and four
outer fingers, each of the fingers extending perpendicular to
the transport plane. Only the center finger may be surrounded
by a coil being driven by an actuating current. This arrange-
ment can reduce the number of coils needed for activating the
electro-magnetic actuators. The center finger and the outer
fingers can interact advantageously by providing push and
pull forces, respectively, especially if the container carrier
comprises a first permanent magnet arranged in the center of
the stand and a second permanent magnet having a ring shape
arranged in the stand surrounding the first permanent magnet.

The system may further comprise a container carrier sens-
ing device to sense the presence and/or position of container
carriers located on the transport plane. The container carrier
sensing device can provide for an optimized tracking of con-
tainer carriers placed on top of the transport plane.

The container carrier sensing device may be embodied
based on infra-red (IR) based reflection light barriers. These
light barriers might be arranged in recesses in the transport
plane or might be arranged below a transport plane which can
at least be partially transparent for the employed light. In the
latter case, a closed transport plane can be provided which
inter alia can be easier to clean.

The electro-magnetic actuators may be arranged in rows
and columns forming a grid or matrix of active transport
fields. According to one embodiment, the rows and columns
can have either a first grid dimension gl or a second grid
dimension g2, wherein g2=2%*g1. Adjacent rows and adjacent
columns can have different grid dimensions. The grid dimen-
sion can specify a distance between adjacent or consecutive
electro-magnetic actuators in a given row or column. In other
words, the electro-magnetic actuators can be arranged in the
form of a grid or matrix. The grid or matrix can have blank
positions representing omitted electro-magnetic actuators.
This arrangement can consider that diagonal movements of
the container carriers may not be necessary to reach a specific
destination on the transport plane, since the specific destina-
tion can be reached based on movements along the rows and
columns. This arrangement of the electro-magnetic actuators
can reduce the number of required electro-magnetic actuators
significantly (by, for example, about 33%) compared to hav-
ing a constant grid dimension. Nevertheless, if a diagonal
movement is required, it can be self-evident that the rows and
columns may be provided having a constant grid dimension,
for example, forming a transport plane being divided in active
transport fields with equal dimensions.

The transport plane may be divided into multiple sub-
planes. Each sub-plane can have a first outer face, a second
outer face, a third outer face and a fourth outer face at which
further planes can be arranged in a tiling manner to form a
transport plane. This approach can offer the ability to provide
transport planes of desired shape. This can be a big advantage
to serve the needs an individual laboratory might have due to
the laboratory stations present or due to spatial restraints.

The approach to build the transport plane from sub-planes
can be combined with the concept of rows having different
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grid dimensions to reduce the number of needed electro-
magnetic actuators. Sub-planes can be employed where along
the first and the second outer face the electro-magnetic actua-
tors can be arranged in a first grid dimension g1 and along the
third and the fourth outer face the electro-magnetic actuators
can be arranged in a second grid dimension g2, wherein
g2=2%g1. Multiple sub-planes can be adjacent in a tiling
manner to form the transport plane. Adjacent outer faces of
different sub-planes can have different grid dimensions.

The system may comprise a magnetizable coupling ele-
ment to provide a magnetic coupling between adjacent elec-
tro-magnetic actuators. Due to the coupling element, the acti-
vated electro-magnetic actuator can automatically cause a
magnetic field in the adjacent actuators having an inverse
polarization. This can automatically provide respective pull
and push forces even if only a single electro-magnetic actua-
tor is activated, for example, by a corresponding activating
current.

The surface of the container carriers and the surface of the
transport plane may be arranged to reduce friction between
the surfaces, for example, by coating the container carriers
and/or the transport plane.

The system may comprise a cover profile covering the
transport plane, especially covering multiple sub-planes
forming the transport plane. The cover plane can be fluidtight.
The cover plane can simplify the cleaning of the transport
plane and can avoid disturbing gaps between adjacent sub-
planes, when the transport plane is formed of multiple adja-
cent sub-planes. Further, the cover profile can mitigate height
differences between adjacent sub-planes. The cover profile
may be just overlying the transport plane or may be glued to
the top surface of the sub planes to stabilize the arrangement
and to prevent spacing which would reduce magnetic forces.

A method for the versatile transport of sample containers
can be achieved with laboratory sample distribution system
comprising a plurality of container carriers. The container
carriers can comprise at least one magnetically active device
and can carry a sample container. The laboratory sample
distribution system can further comprise a transport plane to
carry the container carriers and a plurality of electro-mag-
netic actuators stationary arranged below the transport plane.
The electro-magnetic actuators can move a container carrier
on top of the transport plane by applying a magnetic force to
the container carrier. The method can comprise activating at
least one of the electro-magnetic actuators to apply a mag-
netic force to a container carrier within an operating distance
of the at least one activated electro-magnetic actuator. Acti-
vating an electro-magnetic actuator can mean that a magnetic
field can be generated by the electro-magnetic actuator. Acti-
vating may be done by generating a driving current applied to
a coil surrounding a ferromagnetic core.

A speed of a container carrier moving across the transport
plane may be set by setting a period between a successive
activation of adjacent electro-magnetic actuators. Ifthis dura-
tion is set shorter, the speed can increase and vice versa. By
changing the duration dynamically, a container carrier may be
accelerated or slowed down.

The electro-magnetic actuators may be activated in
response to a sensed position of the container carrier to be
applied with the magnetic force. The electro-magnetic actua-
tors may be activated such that a polarity of the generated
magnetic field can depend on a position of the container
carrier relative to the electro-magnetic actuator. This can
cause position-depended pull and push forces. In a first posi-
tion range when the container carrier is moving towards the
activated electro-magnetic actuator, the pull force may attract
the container carrier towards the activated electro-magnetic



US 9,239,335 B2

11

actuator. In a second position range when the container carrier
has traversed the electro-magnetic actuator, the push force
may push the container carrier away from the activated elec-
tro-magnetic actuator now generating a magnetic field having
an opposite polarity. Additionally, the magnetic field strength
may be changed in response to the sensed position to provide
a steady movement of the container carrier. The electro-mag-
netic actuators may generate magnetic fields having only a
single polarity to simplify the system. In this case, the acti-
vated electro-magnetic actuator may generate the pull force in
the first position range when the container carrier is moving
towards the activated electro-magnetic actuator. In the second
position range when the container carrier has traversed the
electro-magnetic actuator, the electro-magnetic actuator may
be deactivated.

For moving a first container carrier along a first transport
path, a first group of electro-magnetic actuators may be acti-
vated along the first transport path. For independently and at
least partially simultaneously moving, a second container
carrier along a second transport path a second group of mul-
tiple electro-magnetic actuators may be activated along the
second transport path. The term “simultaneously” can mean
that during a certain time interval both the first and the second
container carrier move. The electro-magnetic actuators of the
first or the second group may be activated one after the other
along the respective transport path. Alternatively, two or more
adjacent electro-magnetic actuators along the respective
transport path may be activated at least partially overlapping
in time.

A movement of a container carrier placed on a field on top
of'a first electro-magnetic actuator to an adjacent field on top
of'a second electro-magnetic actuator may comprise activat-
ing the first and the second electro-magnetic actuator and a
third electro-magnetic actuator adjacent to the first electro-
magnetic actuator and opposite to the second electro-mag-
netic actuator and part of the same row or column as the first
and the second electro-magnetic actuators in a predetermined
order.

If the container carriers comprise a first permanent magnet
arranged in the center of a stand of the container carrier and a
second permanent magnet having a ring shape arranged in the
stand surrounding the first permanent magnet, the method
may further comprise activating the second electro-magnetic
actuator such that a resulting pull-force regarding the second
permanent magnet having a ring shape can be generated, and
activating the third electro-magnetic actuator such that a
resulting push-force regarding the second permanent magnet
can be generated; after a predetermined time interval or at a
predetermined position of the container carrier, activating the
first electro-magnetic actuator such that a resulting pull-force
regarding the second permanent magnet can be generated and
that a resulting push-force regarding the first permanent mag-
net can be generated; and after a second predetermined time
interval or at a second predetermined position of the container
carrier: activating the second electro-magnetic actuator such
that a resulting pull-force regarding the second permanent
magnet can be generated. A movement between adjacent
electro-magnetic actuators can be done in a sequence of three
activation patterns regarding three adjacent electro-magnetic
actuators. This can lead to a continuous uniform movement
with a high positioning accuracy. The first and second time
interval or the first and the second position may be determined
based on a sensed position of the container carrier provided
by the container carrier sensing device.

Referring initially to FIG. 1, FIG. 1 shows a laboratory
system 1000 comprising pre-analytical, analytical and post-
analytical stations 22 such as, for example, in the form of a
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decapping station, a recapping station, an aliquot station, a
centrifugation station, an archiving station, a pipetting sta-
tion, a labeling station, a sorting station, a tube type identifi-
cation station, an analyzer, and a probe quality determining
station; and a laboratory sample distribution system 100. FIG.
1 shows only two exemplary laboratory stations 22, neverthe-
less it is self-evident that more than two laboratory stations
may be provided.

The laboratory sample distribution system 100 can be used
to distribute samples or specimens such as, for example,
blood samples, contained within sample containers 3
between the different laboratory stations 22.

The laboratory sample distribution system 100 can com-
prise a plurality of container carriers or Single-Tube-Carriers
1 each carrying a corresponding sample container 3 over a
transport plane 4. Multiple electro-magnetic actuators 5 (see
FIGS. 2 and 3) can be stationary arranged below the transport
plane 4. Each of the electro-magnetic actuators 5 can move a
container carrier 1 in operating distance of a corresponding
electro-magnetic actuator 5 by applying a magnetic force to
the container carrier 1.

The system can further comprise a barcode reader 31, a
RFID reader 32, transfer devices 33 corresponding to the
laboratory stations 22 and a conventional belt-driven con-
tainer carrier conveyor 34 operationally coupled to the trans-
port plane 4.

The depicted transport plane 4 can be divided into four
quadratic sub-planes 23. The sub-planes 23 can be adjacent to
one another. The transport plane can be covered by an
optional cover profile 24. The cover profile 24 can be flu-
idtight and can cover gaps and mitigate height differences
between adjacent sub-planes 23. The material of the cover
profile 24 can provide a low friction coefficient. The cover
profile 24 may, for example, be a glass plate or a foil of
polyethylene or PTFE (poly-tetra-fluoro-ethylene).

The transtfer devices 33 can transfer a sample item between
the transport plane 4 and a corresponding laboratory station
22. The sample item may be a container carrier 1 together
with a corresponding sample container 3, a sample container
3 including the sample, part of the sample or the complete
sample without the corresponding sample container 3.

Each transfer device 22 can transfer the sample item along
atleast two axes, for example, along the Z-axis and the Y-axis.
At least some of the transfer devices 22 may transfer more
than one sample item in parallel to speed up the transfer
capacity. The transfer devices 22 may be pick-and-place
devices, multi-axis robots having a picker, pipettors, and the
like.

Usage of the transfer devices can provide that conventional
laboratory devices can be employed in conjunction with the
transport system without the need to re-design existing labo-
ratory devices or to adapt them specifically to the transport
system.

In order to provide processing queues, the transport plane
4 can comprise transfer areas 27 located adjacent to corre-
sponding transfer devices 22. The transfer areas 27 can store
in a one- or two-dimensional queue a plurality, for example,
about 10 to 20, of container carriers 1. The corresponding
transfer device 33 can transfer the sample item between at
least one specific transfer location 28 within the transfer area
27 and the corresponding laboratory station 22 and vice versa.

In order to provide optimized processing paths for emer-
gency samples, each transfer area 27 can comprise priority
areas 29. The corresponding transfer device 33 can transfer
the sample item between a specific priority location 30 within
the priority area 29 and the corresponding laboratory station
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22 with priority, i.e. prior to those sample items being placed
on the non-prioritized transfer-location 28.

In order to handle container carriers not carrying a sample
container, the transport plane 4 can comprise a buffer area 37
to store container carriers 3 not carrying a sample container.
Alternatively or in addition, a buffer unit for unloaded con-
tainer carriers may be provided which can be located adjacent
the transport plane. The buffer unit may have an in-build
transfer mechanism for transferring container carriers from
the buffer unit onto the transport plane or a transfer device as
described above may be used in between the buffer unit and
the transport plane.

The RFID reader 32 can be used to interact with RFID tags
9 comprised in each container carrier 1 (see FIG. 5). The
barcode reader 31 can read a barcode (not shown) on the
sample containers 3 representing sample characteristics. The
laboratory system 1000 can comprise a memory device as
part of a laboratory system control device (not shown) for
storing matching pairs of a unique ID corresponding to a
container carrier and a barcode of a sample container carried
by the container carrier in order to track sample containers 3
over the processing path.

The conventional belt-driven container carrier conveyor 34
can be functionally coupled by a transport gateway 36 to the
transport plane 4. The container carrier conveyor 34 can con-
vey container carriers 3 not being placed on top of the trans-
port plane 4 in corresponding racks 35.

FIG. 2 shows a schematic top view on an exemplary sub-
plane 23 of FIG. 1. The sub-plane can have a first outer face
20, a second outer face 21, a third outer face 18 and a fourth
outer face 19. Along the first and the second outer face 20 and
21, the electro-magnetic actuators 5 can be arranged in a first
grid dimension gl. Along the third and the fourth outer face
18 and 19, the electro-magnetic actuators 5 can be arranged in
a second grid dimension g2, wherein g2=2%gl. The grid
dimension gl may, for example, be approximately 20 mm.

The electro-magnetic actuators 5 can be arranged in rows
and columns, for example, 16 rows and 16 columns. The rows
and columns can have either a first grid dimension gl or a
second grid dimension g2, wherein g2=2*gl and adjacent
rows can have a different grid dimension and adjacent col-
umns can have a different grid dimension. Ifa position or field
on the transport plane has to be accessible as a target desti-
nation, a corresponding electro-magnetic actuator can be pro-
vided below that target destination. If a specific field or area
has not to be accessible, an electro-magnetic actuator may be
omitted at that position.

FIG. 3 shows a detailed perspective side view of the sub
plane 23 shown in FIG. 2. As illustrated, each electro-mag-
netic actuator 5 can be fixed on a carrier plate 26 and can
comprise a ferro-magnetic cylindrical core Sa extending sub-
stantially perpendicular to the transport plane 4. A coil 56 can
surround the ferro-magnetic cylindrical core 5a. The coil 55
can be applied with an actuating current provided by a driver
unit (not shown) over electrical contacts 5c. If driven by an
actuating current, each electro-magnetic actuator 5 can gen-
erate a magnetic field. When this field interacts with a perma-
nent magnet 2 (see FIG. 4) arranged in the container carrier 1,
it can provide a driving force moving the container carrier 1
along the transport plane 4. The ferro-magnetic cylindrical
core 5a can bundle and amplify the magnetic field generated
by the coil 55.

In the most simple form, each container carrier 1 may be
exposed to a driving force generated by a single activated
electro-magnetic actuator 5 proximate to the corresponding
container carrier 1 thereby pulling the container carrier 1
towards the activated electro-magnetic actuator 5. Further, it
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can be possible to superpose push and pull driving forces of
multiple electro-magnetic actuators 5 proximate to the corre-
sponding container carrier 1. Further, it can be possible to
activate multiple electro-magnetic actuators 5 at the same
time to move multiple different container carriers 1 indepen-
dent of each other along predetermined paths over the trans-
port plane 4.

In order to sense the presence and position of container
carriers 1 located on the transport plane 4, a container carrier
sensing device can be provided. One embodiment can com-
prise a printed circuit board 25 having multiple IR based
reflection light barriers 17 arranged in a grid on top as shown
in FIG. 3. The IR based reflection light barriers 17 can detect
container carriers 1 placed on top of a corresponding light
barrier 17 since the container carriers 1 can be arranged to
reflect IR radiation emitted by the light barriers 17. If no
container carrier is present, no reflected IR light can get into
the IR sensor of a corresponding light barrier 17.

FIG. 4 shows a container carrier 1 according to a first
embodiment. The container carrier 1 can comprise a ball-
shaped permanent magnet 2. A distance 1 between a center of
the at least one permanent magnet 2 and a bottom surface 8a
of the container carrier and can lie within a range of about 5
mm to about 50 mm and may be approximately 12 mm. The
bottom surface 8a can be in contact with the transport plane 4.

The permanent magnet 2 may be made from hard ferro-
magnetic materials. These can include, for example, iron ore
(magnetite or lodestone), cobalt and nickel, as well as the rare
earth metals. A north pole N ofthe permanent magnet 2 can be
directed towards the transport plane.

A stand 8 of the container carrier can have a circular cross
section having a diameter of approximately 3.5 cm to 4.5 cm
covering approximately five electro-magnetic actuators 5 if
positioned in the center of a cross formed by the five electro-
magnetic actuators 5. The electro-magnetic actuator in the
center of the cross can be fully covered. The four outer elec-
tro-magnetic actuators can be nearly covered by half. Due to
this, two carriers moving on adjacent tracks can pass by each
other without collision. On the other hand, the footprint can
be large enough to provide a smooth transport without much
tilting. Accordingly, container carriers may have an opti-
mized circular bottom surface 8a with a radius being about 5
to 30% smaller than the grid distance of the transport plane.

The container carriers may comprise a sample container
fixer which may, for example, be incorporated in form of
flexible flat spring 43. The flexible flat spring 43 can be
arranged at the side wall of the cylindrical opening of the
container carrier 3. The flexible flat spring 43 can safely fix
the sample container 3 within the container carrier 1 even if
the sample container 3 has a smaller diameter than the corre-
sponding opening.

If different sample container types are used, for example,
having different form factors, it can even be possible to pro-
vide specific container carriers with different inner diameters
corresponding to respective sample container types.

FIG. 5 shows a container carrier 1' according to a second
embodiment having a different magnet arrangement and a
corresponding electro-magnetic actuator 5'. The container
carrier 1' can comprise a first permanent magnet 6 arranged in
the center of a stand 8 of the container carrier 1' and a second
permanent magnet 7 having a ring shape arranged in the stand
8 surrounding the first permanent magnet 6. The permanent
magnets 6 and 7 can have a reverse polarity. A north pole of
the center permanent magnet 6 and a south pole of the ring
shaped permanent magnet 7 can be directed towards the trans-
port plane 4.
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Further, the container carrier 1' can comprise a RFID tag 9
storing a unique ID corresponding to a specific container
carrier. The RFID tag 9 can comprise a ring shaped antenna 10
which can be arranged in the stand 8 of the container carrier
1'between the first and the second permanent magnet 6 and 7.

The corresponding electro-magnetic actuator 5' can com-
prise a ferromagnetic core having a center finger 11 and four
outer fingers 12,13, 14, and 15. Each of the fingers can extend
perpendicular to the transport plane 4. Only the center finger
11 can be surrounded by a coil 16 driven by an actuating
current la. This arrangement can reduce the number of coils
needed for activating the electro-magnetic actuator 5' com-
pared with the embodiment shown in FIG. 3, wherein the
center finger 11 and the outer fingers 12 to 15 interact advan-
tageously by providing push and pull forces, respectively,
especially if the container carrier 1' is arranged as shown.

FIG. 6 schematically shows a simulated magnetic flux
density B for the case that a container carrier as depicted in
FIG. 4 is positioned on top of an electro-magnetic actuator
5_2 not being activated and an adjacent electro-magnetic
actuator 5_3 being activated. Different flux densities B are
represented by corresponding hachures. As shown, the ball
shaped permanent magnet 2 in conjunction with a ferromag-
netic core of the non-activated electro-magnetic actuator 5_2
can cause an unwanted magnetic retention force F2 pulling
the permanent magnet 2 towards the ferromagnetic core of the
non-activated electro-magnetic actuator 5_2, thereby causing
an unwanted force-component in opposite direction of the
desired movement and additionally increasing friction
between the corresponding surfaces of the transport plane and
the stand. The activated electro-magnetic actuator 5_3 can
generate a force F1.

In order to reduce these unwanted effects, it can be possible
to generate an opposing magnetic field by reversely activating
the electro-magnetic actuator 5_2 pushing the container car-
rier thereby reducing friction. Alternatively or additionally, it
can be possible to choose an optimized distance between the
permanent magnet 2 and the transport plane, see also the
description regarding FIG. 4.

Nevertheless, the magnetic forces in a desired movement
direction using a ball-shaped permanent magnet 2 can be
higher compared to a bar magnet. A bar magnet bundles the
magnetic field in one direction such that the lateral field
density is low. Accordingly, the lateral forces which are
needed for a lateral transport can be relatively low while the
unwanted retention forces can be comparatively high. In the
case of a ball shaped magnet, the magnetic field can be less
bundled and the lateral field density can be similar to the field
density in direction of the transport plane. Accordingly,
higher lateral forces can be generated and unwanted retention
forces can be lower.

FIG. 7 shows a side view of an embodiment of a sub-plane
comprising a magnetizable coupling element 27 providing a
magnetic coupling between adjacent electro-magnetic actua-
tors 5. As shown, only the electro-magnetic actuator 5_3 can
be activated by driving the corresponding coil with a driving
current and can cause a magnetic flow guided by the coupling
element 27 and extending in the ferromagnetic cores of the
non-activated electro-magnetic actuators 5_2 and 5_3. As a
result, a magnetic push force can be generated by the electro-
magnetic actuator 5_2 in interaction with the permanent mag-
net 2 reducing friction and superimposing in the desired
direction with a pull force generated by the activated electro-
magnetic actuators 5_3.

FIG. 8 shows a movement of a container carrier 1 and an
activation order of corresponding electro-magnetic actuators
5_1to5_5 according to a first embodiment. As shown, at time
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t=0 only the electro-magnetic actuator 5_2 can be activated
such that it can generate a pull force moving the container
carrier 1 in the shown direction.

At time t=1, the container carrier 1 has moved such that it
can reside on top of the electro-magnetic actuator 5_2, what,
for example, can be sensed by the container carrier sensing
device. In order to continue the movement, electro-magnetic
actuator 5_2 can be deactivated and electro-magnetic actuator
5_3 can be activated, thereby pulling the container carrier 1
forward.

At time t=2, the container carrier 1 has moved such that it
can reside on top of the electro-magnetic actuator 5_3. In
order to continue the movement, electro-magnetic actuator
5_3 can be deactivated and electro-magnetic actuator 5_4 can
be activated, thereby pulling the container carrier 1 forward.

The above steps can be repeated as long as a movement is
desired. Concluding, a group of multiple electro-magnetic
actuators 5_1to 5_5 along a transport path can be sequentially
activate, to move the container carrier 1 along the first trans-
port path.

Since the electro-magnetic actuators 5 can be activated
independently, it can be possible to independently and simul-
taneously move a plurality of different container carriers 1
along different paths wherein self-evidently collisions have to
be avoided.

FIG. 9 shows a movement of a container carrier 1' and an
activation order of corresponding electro-magnetic actuators
5_1to 5_3 according to a second embodiment. FIG. 5 shows
the container carrier 1' in more detail. In the shown embodi-
ment, a movement of the container carrier 1' placed on a first
electro-magnetic actuator 5_2 to an adjacent second electro-
magnetic actuator 5_3 can comprise activating the first and
the second electro-magnetic actuators 5_2 and 5_3 and a third
electro-magnetic actuator 5_1 adjacent to the first electro-
magnetic actuator 5_2 in a specific order and polarity. The
electro-magnetic actuators 5_1to 5_3 can be part of the same
row or column and can be activated generating a south-pole
(S) or a north-pole (N) pointing towards the container carrier
F.

In a first step at t=0, the second electro-magnetic actuator
5_3 can be activated such that a resulting pull-force regarding
the second permanent magnet 7 having a ring shape can be
generated and the third electro-magnetic actuator 5_1 can be
activated such that a resulting push-force regarding the sec-
ond permanent magnet 7 can be generated.

After the container carrier 1' reaches a first predetermined
position at time t=1, what, for example, can be sensed by the
container carrier sensing device, the second and third electro-
magnetic actuators 5_1 and 5_3 can be deactivated and the
first electro-magnetic actuator 5_2 can be activated such that
aresulting pull-force regarding the second permanent magnet
7 can be generated and that a resulting push-force regarding
the first permanent magnet 6 can be generated.

After the container carrier 1' reaches a second predeter-
mined position at time t=2, the first and the third electro-
magnetic actuators 5_1 and 5_2 can be deactivated and the
second electro-magnetic actuator 5_3 can be activated such
that a resulting pull-force regarding the second permanent
magnet 7 can be generated.

In one embodiment, a movement between adjacent electro-
magnetic actuators 5_2 and 5_3 can be performed in a
sequence of three activation patterns regarding three adjacent
electro-magnetic actuators 5_1 to 5_3. This can lead to a
continuous uniform smooth movement with a high position-
ing accuracy.

FIG. 10 shows a transfer device 33. The transfer device 33
may be arranged adjacent to or partially on top of the transport
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plane 4 (partially overlapping) and adjacent to a laboratory
station 22 (see also FIG. 1). The transfer device 33 can com-
prise a pick-and-place device 42 movable in a vertical direc-
tion (Z direction) and a horizontal direction (X direction
and/orY direction). Further, the transfer device 33 may rotate
the sample container 3 along a vertical axis. The transfer
device 33 may further pick or grab the sample container 3
only on a sample container body avoiding picking a sample
container cap.

The pick-and-place device 42 can pick a sample container
3 from a container carrier 1 placed on the transport plane 4
and can place the sample container 3 in a sample container
rack 35 in a formatting operation. In a reformatting operation,
the pick-and-place device 42 can pick a sample container 3
from a sample container rack 35 and can place the sample
container 3 in an empty container carrier 1 placed on the
transport plane 4.

The transfer device 33 can comprise a first and a second
conveyor belt 41 to move a sample container rack 35 from a
formatting position below the pick-and-place device 42
towards a laboratory station 22 and to move the sample con-
tainer rack 35 from the laboratory station 22 towards a refor-
matting position under the pick-and-place device 42.

The transfer device 33 can comprise a sample container
rack storage device 38 to store sample container racks 35 in
sample container rack trays 40.

The sample container rack storage device 38 can comprise
a push loading drawer. The push loading drawer can have an
open and a closed state. In the open state, the push loading
drawer can be filled with sample container rack trays 40. The
sample container rack storage device 38 can store sample
container rack trays 40 in three different storage levels below
a transport plane level of the transport plane 4. The sample
container rack storage device 38 can comprise an elevator
device 39. The elevator device 39 can lift a sample container
rack 35 from one of the storage levels to the transport plane
level.

In the closed state, the push loading drawer can supply
sample container rack trays to the elevator device 39. The
elevator device 39 can sequentially remove sample container
racks 35 from the sample container rack tray and can sequen-
tially lift the sample container racks 35 to the transport plane
level.

Concluding, the transfer device 33 can remove a sample
container rack 35 from the sample container rack storage
device 38, can (sequentially) take a plurality of sample con-
tainers 3 to be transferred from the transport plane 4 and can
insert them into the sample container rack 35. After the
sample container rack 35 is filled, the sample container rack
35 including the inserted sample containers can be transferred
to the laboratory station 22 by the first conveyor belt 41.

After being processed, the laboratory station can output the
sample container rack 35. The sample container rack 35 can
then be transferred to the pick-and-place device 42 by the
second conveyor belt 41.

Finally, the pick-and-place device 42 can transfer the
sample containers 3 back into corresponding container carri-
ers 1 placed under the pick-and-place device 42 on top of the
transport plane 4.

Having described the present disclosure in detail and by
reference to specific embodiments thereof, it will be apparent
that modifications and variations are possible without depart-
ing from the scope of the disclosure defined in the appended
claims. More specifically, although some aspects of the
present disclosure are identified herein as preferred or par-
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ticularly advantageous, it is contemplated that the present
disclosure is not necessarily limited to these preferred aspects
of the disclosure.

We claim:

1. A laboratory sample distribution system, the laboratory
sample distribution system comprising:

a plurality of container carriers, wherein each container
carriers comprises at least one magnetically active
device and carries a sample container containing a
sample;

atransport plane to carry the plurality of container carriers;

a plurality of electro-magnetic actuators stationary
arranged below the transport plane, wherein the plurality
of electro-magnetic actuators moves a container carrier
on top of the transport plane from a start location to a
designation location by applying a magnetic force to the
container carrier; and

at least one transfer device arranged to transfer a sample
item between the transport plane and a laboratory station
adjacent to the destination location,

wherein the laboratory station is a pre-analytical, an ana-
Iytical and/or a post-analytical station and wherein the
sample container containing the sample is fed into the
laboratory sample distribution system and moved to and
processed by laboratory stations determined to be the
processing laboratory stations for the sample contained
in the sample container.

2. The laboratory sample distribution system according to
claim 1, wherein the at least one magnetically active device is
a permanent magnet.

3. The laboratory sample distribution system according to
claim 1, wherein the sample item is a container carrier, a
sample container, part of the sample and/or the complete
sample.

4. The laboratory sample distribution system according to
claim 1, wherein the at least one transfer device transfers the
sample item along two axes.

5. The laboratory sample distribution system according to
claim 1, wherein the at least one transfer device transfers
more than one sample item in parallel.

6. The laboratory sample distribution system according to
claim 1, wherein the transport plane comprises at least one
transfer location located adjacent to the at least one transfer
device, wherein the at least one transfer device is arranged to
transfer the sample item between the at least one transfer
location and the laboratory station.

7. The laboratory sample distribution system according to
claim 6, wherein the transport plane comprises at least one
transfer area located adjacent to the at least one transfer
device and stores a plurality of container carriers, wherein the
at least one transfer location is located within the at least one
transfer area.

8. The laboratory sample distribution system according to
claim 7, wherein the at least one transfer area comprises
priority areas and wherein the at least one transfer device
transfers the sample item between at least one specific prior-
ity location of the priority area and the laboratory station with
priority.

9. The laboratory sample distribution system according to
claim 1, wherein the transport plane comprises at least one
buffer area to store container carriers actually not carrying a
sample container.

10. The laboratory sample distribution system according to
claim 1, further comprising,
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a container carrier conveyor functionally coupled to the
transport plane, wherein the container carrier conveyor
conveys container carriers not placed on top of the trans-
port plane.

11. The laboratory sample distribution system according to

claim 1, further comprising,

at least one RFID reader, wherein each container carrier
comprises a RFID tag storing a unique ID corresponding
to the container carrier.

12. The laboratory sample distribution system according to

claim 1, further comprising,

at least one barcode reader for reading barcodes on sample
containers.

13. The laboratory sample distribution system according to
claim 12, wherein the barcode reader is in the at least one
transfer device.

14. The laboratory sample distribution system according to
claim 1, wherein the transfer device comprises a pick-and-
place device to pick a sample container from a container
carrier placed on the transport plane and place the sample
container in a sample container rack and/or pick a sample
container from a sample container rack and place the sample
container in a container carrier placed on the transport plane.

15. The laboratory sample distribution system according to
claim 1, wherein the transfer device comprises at least one
conveyor to move a sample container rack towards a labora-
tory station and/or to move a sample container rack from a
laboratory station towards the transport plane.

16. The laboratory sample distribution system according to
claim 1, wherein the transfer device comprises a sample con-
tainer rack storage device to store sample container racks.

17. The laboratory sample distribution system according to
claim 16, wherein the sample container rack storage device
stores sample container rack trays.

18. The laboratory sample distribution system according to
claim 16, wherein the sample container rack trays stores a
plurality of sample container racks.

19. The laboratory sample distribution system according to
claim 16, wherein the sample container rack storage device
comprises a push loading drawer, the push loading drawer
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having an open and a closed state, wherein in the open state,
the push loading drawer is filled with sample container racks
and/or sample container rack trays.

20. The laboratory sample distribution system according to
claim 16, wherein the sample container rack storage device
stores sample container racks or sample container rack trays
in at least one a storage level below a transport plane level of
the transport plane and wherein the sample container rack
storage device comprises an elevator device to lift a sample
container rack or a sample container rack tray from the at least
one storage level to the transport plane level.

21. The laboratory sample distribution system according to
claim 16, wherein the transfer device removes a sample con-
tainer rack from the sample container rack storage device,
takes a plurality of sample containers to be transferred from
the transport plane and inserts them into the sample container
rack and provides the sample container rack including the
inserted sample containers to the laboratory station.

22. Alaboratory system, the laboratory system comprising:
at least one laboratory station; and

a laboratory sample distribution system according to claim
1.

23. The laboratory system according to claim 22, wherein
the at least one laboratory station is a pre-analytical, an ana-
Iytical and/or a post-analytical station.

24. The laboratory system according to claim 22, wherein
the at least one laboratory station is a decapping station, a
recapping station, a labeling station, an aliquot station, a
centrifugation station, an archiving station, a pipetting sta-
tion, a sorting station, a tube type identification station, a
sample quality determining station or a combination thereof.

25. The laboratory system according to claim 22, further
comprising, a memory device for storing matching pairs of a
unique ID corresponding to a container carrier and an 1D
corresponding to a container being carried by the container
carrier.



